The ALA Emerging Leaders Program
LA's Emerging Leader program was founded in 2007 by then-ALA President Leslie Burger as one of her presidential initiatives. Its goal is for participants to network, gain a greater understanding of how ALA works, and to learn about leadership both theoretically and practically, all of which results in participants being placed "on the fast track to ALA committee volunteerism as well as other professional library-related organizations" (ALA, 2011) .
Participants work on a project in a small group from Midwinter to Annual, at which they present the results of their efforts. Past projects have included creating a video game collection development policy, working on materials for ACRL's orientations at Annual, and creating a timeline of all ALA deadlines.
Matthew's Experience
Matt Jabaily (mjabaily@memphis.edu In addition to being alone, I was also clueless. I knew nothing about ALA or the conference and relied almost exclusively on the conference manual, which was not particularly well-edited and assumed a fair amount of prior knowledge. Thus, I did not know that nearly all the Friday events were preconferences (or what a pre-conference was), and I didn't know that most of the important information about meetings and sections had been distributed weeks before via listserv. Suffice to say, I spent a good deal of time wandering around and discovering the session I was interested in required as everyone on the LearnRT board went out of their way to make me feel comfortable and included. I was invited to their board meetings, where they regularly asked my opinion on issues and took my input seriously. They also provided ample opportunities for me to get involved in the organization.
I also worked on an Emerging Leaders project sponsored by LearnRT. Our group was charged with determining best practices for hosting a webinar series by communicating with webinar organizers from a variety of professional groups. Our group worked well together, and we learned a lot, not only about webinars, but how to collaborate on a project with other librarians. We completed a report, which was carefully reviewed by the LearnRT board, and presented a poster at the Emerging Leader poster session and the LearnRT Training Showcase. These were my first poster presentations, and they gave me the confidence I needed to present a poster at the Virginia Library Association Annual Conference a few months later.
The Emerging Leaders program included many talks and trainings, but for me, they were of secondary importance. The real value of the program was in the connections it forged between me and the professional community.
Megan's Experience
Megan Hodge (mlhodge@gmail.com If I have learned nothing else since my decision to become a librarian, I have learned that my most valuable professional asset is not the degree, the training, the skills, or the experience: rather, it is that I am always up for happy hour. Every time I've heard about a great professional opportunity, I have had a beer in my hand. It was in this way that I learned about the ALA's Emerging Leaders Program.
The encouragement I received from colleagues that completed the program in the past couple years gave me the confidence to apply, and I was fortunate to be world, a sneak peek into the inner workings of ALA and lives of association celebrities -but my experience with the Emerging Leaders program was both more and less than I expected.
I'll get the negatives out of the way first, starting with project selection. ALA groups -divisions, round tables, offices, etc. -submit project proposals to the ALA Emerging Leaders Subcommittee for vetting. A list of approved projects and short summaries of each are provided to the Emerging Leaders and we vote on which one we'd like to work on. Some projects are very engaging and require a lot of coordinated effort, but others are merely busywork that it seems no one in the hosting group wishes to work on themselves. This creates a huge inequity in satisfaction among program participants. My own project was unfortunately in the latter group, and it also suffered from a lack of communication and guidance from our project mentors.
That being said, I'd be hardpressed to come up with a better networking opportunity than the Emerging Leaders program. We had many opportunities to meet and learn from ALA's leaders, such as then-president-elect Molly Raphael, current president-elect Maureen Sullivan, and ALA Executive Director Keith Michael Fiels. All members shared valuable advice on networking (always carry a drink in your hand so you can't cross your arms and appear standoffish), leadership (just say yes to The "fun parts" of the Emerging Leaders Program (outside happy hour, of course) were the workshops and webinars throughout the spring where lively discussions on leadership took place. I particularly appreciated that every discussion was framed positively. As we know from both pop culture and (perhaps) personal experience, it is easy and somewhat entertaining to point out examples of poor leadership. However, it is far more valuable to focus on what it means to be a good leader. When the focus is on actions one should take instead of habits one should avoid, one can begin to lead. These discussions energized and inspired, and I continue to consider some of the best examples of leadership discussed as I seek to further develop my own leadership, personally and professionally.
As Megan and Matthew note, there are some challenges inherent to the Emerging Leaders Program: it is difficult to craft a small group project that is to be completed in six months and satisfies the rest of the project criteria: that it is meaningful to the small group, has realistically achievable goals, and has an outcome of value to the group sponsoring the project. An added challenge is that these projects must be completed by teams comprised of individuals who, by definition, have relatively little experience working within invaluable for this growth.
Additionally, the experience of program participants after they have "emerged" could and should be tapped by related groups within VLA. The Leadership Development Forum, which organizes a biennial leadership academy, seems a natural fit. The New Members Round Table ( As valuable as all these Emerging Leader lessons are, the most valuable is the network of dynamic, energetic professionals with whom I will enjoy happy hour in the coming years. I am excited to see what the 2011 cohort will do as Emerged Leaders in the ALA, and look forward to the continuing opportunities for professional growth this program has nurtured.
Suggestions for VLA
While many state library associations sponsor Emerging Leaders (e.g., Georgia, South Carolina, Minnesota, Nebraska), currently VLA does not. The financial commitment is not prohibitive -$1,000 per year -even for a relatively small state association, and offers numerous benefits. It would encourage the growth of future leaders in-state who will likely go on to management positions in both their own libraries and in VLA itself, and participation in the program will provide opportunities and contacts that are
